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Argentine Federal Judge Jorge Urso indicted former President Carlos Saul Menem (1989-1999) on
July 4, charging him with profiting from illegally diverting 6,500 tons of weapons in 1991 and 1993.
Two days after the indictment, Menem's Partido Justicialista-peronista (PJ) submitted Menem's
name on its list of candidates for the Senate in mid-term elections in October.
The 71-year-old Menem had been placed under house arrest on June 7 in an investigation that
implicated him, three former ministers, his former brother-in-law, and the former head of the army.
They were suspected of having illegally sold weapons to Croatia in 1991 and 1993 despite a UN
arms embargo and to Ecuador in 1995 while that nation was in a border war with Peru (see NotiSur,
2001-06-15). Argentina was a peace mediator between Ecuador and Peru.
On June 27, Argentine prosecutor Carlos Stornelli formally requested that Menem be indicted for
the arms sales. "I asked for the indictment with preventive detention on the charge of heading an
illicit association," said Stornelli the day after Menem gave written testimony to the court. Stornelli
said he also requested that Menem be charged with signing presidential decrees containing false
information.

Judge says Menem ran operation "from the shadows"
In the 600-page indictment, Judge Urso ordered Menem to remain in custody, froze US$3 million of
his assets, and restricted visits at the country home where he is being detained under house arrest.
The decision means that Menem's detention will likely continue for several months while the legal
proceedings move through the courts. Urso ruled that Menem could not share the country home
with more than three other people. He may receive no more than two visitors at a time between 10
a.m. and 10 p.m., and each person must register with the authorities beforehand.
The head of Menem's legal team, Oscar Roger, called the restrictions on visitors "aggravating." On
July 5, Roger asked Judge Urso to remove the additional restrictions, saying 22 people live in the
house where Menem is staying. He also said Menem has many friends, most involved in politics,
who want to visit him, and it is insulting to make them stand in line. The judge has not yet ruled on
the request.
In the same ruling in which he indicted Menem, Judge Urso indicted former army chief of staff Gen.
Martin Balza and former defense minister Antonio Erman Gonzalez both already under preventive
detention as "organizers" of the illicit association. Former foreign minister Guido di Tella and
former army officer Ricardo Gomez Sabaini were indicted as members of the arms-trafficking ring,
but were not detained because their involvement was less. Judge Urso did not indict Menem and his
collaborators for violating the weapons embargoes, but rather for setting up an illegal association,
made up of government officials and others, dedicated to generating profits through the illicit sales
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of weapons. The judge contends that Menem was aware of all aspects of the illegal operations
during his administration and that he authorized the transactions, even when obstacles arose that
complicated the arms trafficking.
The indictment accused Menem of running the illicit association "from the shadows." "Menem
who either directly or indirectly had assigned each one of the people implicated in the case to the
positions they occupied naturally headed, directed, and controlled the operations," said Urso.
Lawyers vow to appeal to Corte Suprema if necessary Menem's brother, Sen. Eduardo Menem,
called the indictment politically motivated. "There are special interests, political interests...and
others behind this," he said. The former president said he was suffering political persecution by
those who could not forgive him for "being the most successful president of all time."
On July 10, Menem's lawyers filed an appeal with the Federal Appeals Court and said they would
take the case all the way to the Corte Suprema de Justicia (CSJ) if necessary. Urging President
Fernando de la Rua to intervene on Menem's behalf, the former president's allies say they would
push to have Economy Minister Domingo Cavallo questioned about the arms sales. Cavallo signed
several decrees authorizing the arms transfers when he served as foreign minister and economy
minister in the Menem government. Should Cavallo be implicated in the scandal, it would be a
major embarrassment for the government. De la Rua has consistently said he would not interfere in
the judicial process.
Former President Raul Alfonsin (1983- 1989), who heads the governing Union Civica Radical (UCR),
said Menem's legal problems had "inconvenienced" government efforts "to reach a consensus
among all Argentines to overcome this difficult time that we are living through."

Menem will run for Senate
On July 6, Sen. Eduardo Menem said the former president would run for the Senate seat from La
Rioja province in mid- term elections in October, despite his legal difficulties. He insisted it was not
a move to obtain immunity. "This is a political action and, to those who always see the negative side,
I can say the ex-president will not seek shelter in immunity to avoid court action," said Sen. Menem.
The same day, the former president's name was submitted on the official PJ list of candidates.
State PJ officials said they would run Carlos Menem, Eduardo Menem (who has held the seat since
1983), and Ada Maza, sister of the state's governor. Both Eduardo Menem and Maza are expected
to cede the seat to Carlos Menem if they win and he is exonerated. "Once this political persecution
finishes, he will have a seat at his disposal because of what he means to the Peronist party in La
Rioja and nationally," said Sen. Menem.
Menem's decision to run set off a legal, as well as political, controversy. Although the Codigo de
Justicia Electoral bars anyone under indictment from running for office, the Constitution only bars
a person who has been convicted. Constitutional expert Daniel Sabsay called Menem's candidacy
an "unethical and provocative" interpretation of the electoral code. He said if Menem were elected,
he "could never be incorporated to that high body, because if the Senate accepted him, it would be
interfering in a judicial action and incorporating a person seriously suspected of being a criminal."
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Meanwhile, on July 6, Judge Urso said the case was far from over and the job now was to "follow the
money." The judge suspects that, of the US$100 million in arms and ammunition sold between 1991
and 1995, barely US$40 million was received by the state arms company Fabricaciones Militares. The
rest supposedly augmented the private fortunes of high government officials or was paid in "illegal
commissions."

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

